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sustainable communicational Realities 
in the Age of Virtuality - An Abstract 
Ulises A. Mejfas 
A communicational reality is comprised of the beliefs, 
values and narratives that people share with each other as 
they make sense of the world. In other words, a 
communicational reality is a culturally-specific 
conceptualization of social space constructed and shared by 
a community through the act of communication. 
This thesis examines the role of technology in the 
construction of communicational realities, arg'Jing that 
technology is neither a neutral tool nor an autonomous 
force in the process. Furthermore, it argues that the study 
of how technology mediates our construction of the world is 
meaningless if limited to a modernist or post-modernist 
analysis of structures and causalities. 
The knowledge of how we use technology to engender 
communicational realities must contribJte to the critical 
awareness of the individual and their relation to the 
world. This knowledge must ultimately allow us to 
disassociate communication from those technologizings that 
lead to the creation of virtual realities and unsocial 
spaces. 
The goal of this thesis is to sketch the foundations of 
a method for assessing the sustainability of our 
communicational realities. Only by taking a critical look 
at the assumptions that our cormnunication technologies lead 
us to make about the world can we begin a process of 
reclaiming technology from an instrumentalist, 
decontextualizing role to that of a vehicle for self-
knowledge and a tool for the understanding and 
transformation of the world. 
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1. 
The Technologizings of Communication 
As modern developments in communication have made for 
greater realism they have made for greater possibilities of 
delusion. 
Harold Innis, The Bias of Communication (D. 82! 
H=·,•: d::i corr-rnur.icat:i::in technologies c::indition the way ·.-1e 
com.rrlJ.n i ca te, and ccnseq~e:-itly, the ways in which we 
conceptualize the world and our place in it? This question 
is acqui~ing mo~e and mo~e relevance as c~itical s:udies ~n 
comrnu:1.icatio:1s explore heh· differer.t tecf'.::ologies shape our 
perception of the world and have the potential t:o either 
enhance or distort it. 
Can we argue, for example, that the interiorization of 
certain technologies leads to an alienated view of the 
world, while others effectively increase our understanding 
of it? Can we create a standard for evaluating which 
applications of technology are liberatory and which are 
oppressive? In other 1-1ords, can we sort different 
co:rJ.'Jnicatior. technologies (or different applicatio:1s of 
technolcgy to the process of commu!lication) according to 
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their ability to "ontologically reintegrate the individual 
to the world" (Bhola, 1992)? 
To think critically about such matters, especially in an 
age when technology is uncritically revered, is a complex 
and unpopular task, but one we need to undertake with 
urgency. As we end the millennium, we find ourselves living 
in an increasingly polarized environment where despite the 
advertised plethora of high-tech options for communicatir,g, 
the '.✓ orld is being divided into co:r,munities that do not 
seem able to communicate with each other on equal terms; 
'l,.rhere the technologies 'l·:e use to comrnu:1ica1:e ref:ect not 
only the way v,.ie look 21=. the 1...rorld, but O'J!:' position in 
highly stratified societies. Communication technologies are 
sensitive to political forces, and their dominance or 
r:",a!_"ginalization corresponds to the formation of moriopc:ies 
of knowledge (Innis, 1995). It is not coincidental that the 
growing division between the techno-literate and the 
techno-illiterate replicates old models of oppression, as 
evidenced in the use of terms such as i,~formation nee-
colonialism and technological apartheid. Conversely, people 
are (successfully?) appropriating and re-contextua:izing 
hegemonic communication technologies in an attempt to 
create a critical vanguard that transgresses conventional 
sustainable communicational Realities in the Age of Virtualitv 
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uses and explodes mainstream definitions. Borders between 
literacy and illiteracy are becoming elusive, rapidly 
shifting as new technologies emerge and old ones converge. 
And our ideas about how the process of ontological 
reintegration of the individual to the world is supposed to 
happen, what it is supposed to achieve, and who is supposed 
to guide it are being questioned. 
A report on ABC \'/orld r:ews Tonight (aired on February 
22, 1999) illustrates many of these conflicts. The report 
begins with Peter Jennings announcing that "For all the 
po',•:e::-- of high tec:hr:::ilcgy, the fac::. is ::.ha:. a2-r:1.ost half the 
peop2-e on Eart.h f'.ave ne~.rer rr.ade a single telephone call." 
Right from the beginning •.-:e are made a•,:are of a conflict 
between the power of 'high' technology and the fact that 
half of the people of the world have not benefited from it 
(Indirectly, the argument seems to imply that tech:',ology' s 
full potential will only be reached when most or all of the 
people of the world are AT&T clients!). Peter Jennings then 
introduces a segment with ABC News correspondent Mark 
Litke, who begins by saying that "Most Bangladeshis will 
enter the next century much as their ancestors entered this 
one - most, but not all" and goes on to describe a program 
of the Grameen Bank that plans to put a cellular phone in 
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the hands of a woman in each of the 68,000 villages in 
Bangladesh, thus endowing them with "the most powerful tool 
they've ever possessed." Third World peoples are 
objectified as living in a primitive, timeless state, with 
no valuable tools or knowledge of their own - until, that 
is, the awesome power of technology (in the form of a 
cellular phone) descends on them, saving them from 
stagnation and poverty. Women rent the phone to other 
villagers and can reportedly make a profit of $200 a month, 
2 handsome fortune for a poor villager. 
Curing t!1e news story we le2rn that s:..:.c:h :-evcl 1-1ticnary 
change is not, however, without its critics, which are 
implicitly sorted into two categories: "those who say that 
it brings too much change, too fast, undermining the 
ce~turies-old social fabric of these villages11 a~d the 
"conservative men who resent so much power in the hands of 
women." In spite of these voices which stubbornly oppose 
the 'benefits' that modern technologies and the forces of 
the free market bring, it appears too late to stop this 
brand of progress. As testament of the irreversibility of 
this change, the story includes one single comment from a 
village woman: "Every day," says Abeda Sultana, "I thank 
God for this miracle." In closing, Litke states: "They have 
sustainable communicational Realities in the Age of Virtuality 
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missed out on the progress of the 20 th century, but with one 
tool, they've arrived at the 21•=." 
Litke's ingenuous and corporate-sponsored optimism 
leaves one feeling skeptical about the power of the 
cellular phone to overcome that 'missed' century of neo-
colonialist oppression in Bangladesh. However, the news 
story does pose some important questions that will be 
addressed in some form or other during the coc1rse of this 
study: Are the Bangladeshi villagers techno-illiterate or 
techno-literate? Is their techno-literacy of a functional 
nature, a:lowing chem to fulfil~ necessary tasks in a 
progressively privatized, globalized society? Or is it of a 
critical nature, allowing the:n to question, understand and 
construct new knowledge about their world? Are the new 
technologies replacing or cc~pleme~ting old ones? ~hat does 
gender, class, race, eth:-iicity and/or age have to do with 
the way in which the new technology is being interiorized? 
Are the new technologies changing the social structure of 
the village, or is the village 'changing' '.:he technologies 
by redefining the way they are supposed to be used? In 
sher~: how is this little cellular phone (" the most 
powerful tool they've ever possessed," if we agree with Mr. 
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Litke) changing the way in which the villagers perceive the 
world? 
In order to approach these questions in a new and 
meaningful way, we need to undertake the study of a process 
I call the technologizing of communication. To talk about a 
specific technologizing of communication is to socially 
contextualize the process of communication as it is shaped 
by a particular technology; in other words, a 
technologizing of co~munication is the distinct way in 
'dhich people e~,ploy CO!T'c.--r.1..:r::icatio:1 technologies to ccns-:ru::::t. 
a s:1a:ced social reality. The study of a technologizing of 
comrri.unication begins with the follo·.,;ing assuif'.Dtions: 
1) Technologies are not just material artifacts but 
ways of organizing knowledge. 
2) A communication process is shaped not only by human 
actors, but by non-hu~an actors (i.e. technologies) 
as well. 
3) The use of a communication technology cannot be 
universal; the same communication technology can be 
used differently in two settings, and the nature of 
the communication process will be qualitatively 
different. 
4) Communication technologies form part of systems and 
networks; meaning does not travel 'freely' but is 
contested and transformed at each location across 
these networks. 
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To speak of technologizings of communication, thus, is 
to speak of hybrids. It is to see technology in all of its 
complex relations: not as one Microsoftian monolith, but as 
multi-dimensional networks crisscrossed by proliferating 
intersections. Also, to speak of technologizings of 
communication is to abandon the debate of whether 
technologies are dependent or independent of their 
creators. This dispute has trapped us into a dichotomy: 
communication technologies are either neutral, shaped by a 
social context, or autonomous, shaping the social context 
themselves. To speak of technologizings of communication is 
to finally acknowledge that humans and technology mutually 
shape each other. 
This approach challenges some of the prevalent 
literature on communication technologies in our societies. 
Those making general statements in favor of the potential 
of certain communication technologies for liberation and 
democracy (see Drew, 1995; Sclove, 1995; Lemke, 1998) must 
be reminded that a technologizing of communication 
particular to Context A cannot be transposed or 
universalized to Contexts B and C; which means that what 
makes a technology liberatory is not the technology itself, 
but the way it is used. Similarly, the belief that a 
sustainable Communicational Realities in the Age of Virtua/ity 
Ulises A. Mejfas 
universal philosophy for the appropriate 
8 
design of 
technology is possible within the framework of 
multicultural relativism is also problematic. Drengson 
(1995) for example suggests a diet of cross-cultural 
studies, shamanic journeying, Sufi dancing, and Zen 
meditation, among other things, to divest oneself of 
Western modes of thinking and arrive at better models for 
the design of technology. To talk about a set of 
multicultural-based principles for the design of technology 
is ;:o foolishly pursue what Latour (1995) calls absolute 
relativism, a way of thinking that establishes all 
hierarchies as equal. The study of technologizings of 
communication, however, uncovers how communication 
technologies are integrated into society, and ultimately 
allows for a comparison and evaluation of these 
integrations. This is different from absolute relativism in 
that it allows us to reorient our values by establishing 
relations between technologizings: some of these produce 
alienation, while others result in a better understanding 
of the world. Therefore, new models for the design of 
technology will emerge not out of the absolute relativism 
of multiculturalism, but out of the comparison and 
evaluation of diverse technologizings of communication. 
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The foundations for such a process are laid out in the 
remainder of this thesis. This chapter has already 
introduced the concept of the technologizing of 
communication. Chapter 2 defines the methodological 
approach to undertake the study of such technologi zings. 
Chapter 3 explores the relationship between communication 
and COITIDUnities, the role that technologies play in 
constructing social spaces, and suggests a model for 
differentiating between those technologizings that are 
sustainable and those that are not. Chapter 4 provides a 
critique of the modern paradigms for approaching the 
conceptualization of technology and society, technological 
determinism and social de:erminism, and argues for the 
possibilities of actor-ne~wcrk theory to tra~scend the 
limitations of this model. Chapter 5 focuses on two 
fundamental technologizings of communicatio:1, orality and 
literacy, and examines how the i:1teriorization of each one 
leads to different communicational realities, and how their 
historical and social constructions have resulted in 
appropriate or inappropriate interiorizations of 
techno~ogy. I exami:1e more closely the conseque:1ces of an 
improper interiorization of literacy in Chapter 6, arguing 
that such a process leads to the unsustainable abstractions 
sustainable communicational Realities in the Age of Virtuality 
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especially the 
technologies of virtuality. The contradictions inherent in 
the construction of illiteracy are examined in Chapter 7, 
and the framework for a reconceptualization of the process 
of reintegration of the individual to a sustainable reality 
is established. I expand on this theme in the final section 
of this thesis, Chapter 8 ' emphasizing the need to 
introduce an ethical dimension to the theorizing of 
communication and technology, and presenting as well some 
final considerations on the viability of subverting the 
biases of modern technologies. 
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In order to address the question of how technologies 
condition the way we comraunicate, we require a research 
methodology that makes explicit the precesses by which 
social realities are (re)produced through communication 
technologies, and also that evaluates qualitatively the 
consequences of these processes. In other words, v,e need a 
methodology that helps us not only to understand how 
technology shapes our constructions of reality, but also to 
determine the soundness of those constructions according to 
both universal and personal values. Deetz's (1982) 
critical-interpretive research methodology provides a good 
starting point for doing just that, despite a deficiency 
that will be addressed later. 
Deetz's work is oriented towards the study of the 
organization. In so far as societies are also 
organizations, I see no need to make a distinction between 
them fer the purpose cf this discussion. Therefore, the use 
of the term organization should be understood not only in a 
sustainable communicational Realities in the Age of Virtuality 
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corporate sense, but also in a broad enough sense to 
include all sorts of social spaces and formations. 
Critical-interpretive research requires that we look at 
the organization (or social space) as a text, and that we 
try to understand it according to the hermeneutics of 
textual analysis: 
The organization is 










Communication in an organization 
conceptualized as intertextuali ty 
subj ecti vi ty the interplay of texts 




The methodological approach of critical-interpretive 
research consists in positioning the organizational text 
as a radical other: every document, every bit of knowledge 
and every behavior in the organization must be 'read' as a 
foreign, alien text that necessitates exegesis and 
explication. The ordinary 'language' of the organization 
must be questioned by reading between the lines of the 
organizational texts. Ultimately, "[t]he understanding that 
makes the text maximally reasonable and coherent should be 
sought" (Deetz, 1982, p. 144). 
Desoi~e the claims that Deetz makes the 
superiority of textual analysis (claims that are challenged 
below and in chapter 5), the goals of critical-interpretive 
sustainable communicational Realities in the Age of Virtualitv 
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research are worth adopting. These goals are insight, 
criticism, and education. According to Deetz, "[i]nsight 
serves as reflected knowledge which raises to a level of 
awareness the manner of producing this knowledge and the 
forming of the objective character of objects and events" 
(1982, p. 138) . In other words, critical-interpretive 
research helps the organization to become aware of its own 
product ion of meaning, to quest ion what was before ta ken 
for granted. Insight, however, is no;: sufficient to produce 
change. Hence, the second goal of critical-interpretive 
research is that it muse: be critical: it rnust "open the 
discursively formed reali:y c: the crga:-iiza:ion to further 
discourse" (p. 140). Because knowledge is produced and not 
simply transmitted through the act of communication, 
researcher and organization become engaged an 
interactive process of mutual- and self-transformation. 
That is why the final goal of interpretive research, 
according to Deetz, is education: the communication/co-
creation of a knowledge that allows for "appropriately 
directed action as well as understanding" (p. 139) . 
Critical-interpretive research, then, is a method for 
reflection as well as action, i.e., a praxis. It is a 
d · t' d t· t d na's on the formation of new and ynamic me no na epe. 
sustainable communicational Realities in the Age of Virtuality 14 
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organic ways of looking at the organization, rather than on 
the application of preformed concepts: 
[I]nterpretive research, unlike most traditional 
research, must be interested in concept formation 
rather than concept application. In order to 
accomplish this in an undistorted fashion, attention 
has to be directed to the newness and difference of 
the practical situation to keep it from quickly being 
subsumed under a preexisting category. (1982, p. 142) 
In the analysis of how communication technologies 
mediate our construction of reality (what I have been 
calling the study of the technologizings of communication), 
we can gain an advantageous perspective by adopting the 
goals of the critical-interpretive research method as 
outlined above. The study of the technologizings of 
communication starts with the creaticn of insight: the 
assumptions that we make about the world as shaped by the 
communication technologies we use cease to be taken for 
granted and come to the fore as a text of radical otherness 
that must be deciphered. This new knowledge then becomes 
the source of a new critical discourse that allows us to 
talk about the values hidden behind the technologizings 
that we had uncritically accepted. Technologizings become 
open to contestation and alternative interpretation (within 
a framework of sustainability that will be discussed in the 
next chapter). Finally, through education, the tools are 
sustainable communicational Realities in the Age of Virtuality 
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disseminated for the conceptualization of new techno-
logizings and their implementation in real life. 
Thus, the insight/criticism/education sequence can be an 
effective tool not only for analyzing how technologies lead 
us to make certain value-laden assumptions about reality, 
but more importantly, for transforming this knowledge into 
new concepts and technologies to challenge those 
assumptions. Furthermore, the cric:ical-interpretive methcd 
recognizes that the application of technology (in the sense 
that a system for organizing knowledge is also a 
technology) has ethical conseque:-ices: "The choice o" 
language systems and the developrrenc of new concepts in an 
organization are not :-ieutral activities but are an engaging 
in ti1e very formation of individuals and organizatio:-is. 
Values and ethics take on a nevi . '.c· s1.gni1..1.cance t:cis 
understanding" (Deetz, 1982, p. 141, emphasis mine). 
It is precisely the new significance that values and 
ethics acquire in our re/production of social spaces 
through co~munication technologies that is the focus of 
this thesis. The goal is the formation of a conceptual tool 
fo:- assessing the ethical soundness of our 
conceptualizations of the world as they are produced and 
replicated through technology. Before describing this tool 
Sustainable Communicational Realities in the Age of Virtuality 
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in detail in the next chapter, however, an obstacle 
introduced by a deficiency in the critical-interpretive 
research method must be cleared. 
By directing attention to "systems of meanings, rather 
than to actors' meanings" (Deetz, 1982, p. 135), to 
intertextuality instead of intersubjectivity, Deetz 
effectively eclipses half of reality: the half that cannot 
be objectified or textualized. Although this approach makes 
sense for a method that restricts itself to textual 
analysis (to treating e-,erything as a text), it is not 
s~ffi=ient for a ~e~~~d2:2gy cha~ seeks to assess the 
ethical scundness of social realities, something much too 
complex to be reduced to the textua~ metaphor. Texts can be 
objectified and ccmrrcodified, whereas other aspects of 
reality or h1_;mar. knowledge cannc~ be. Deetz states that the 
crga:1izational texts "serve as the reality for the 
orga:-iization. There is no way cut of them to some other 
reality." I would like to argue that a meta-reality, a 
Reality outside of the organization, not only exists, but 
matters. Meaningful evaluations of the organization can 
only be made when taking into consideration both the 
realities within it and outside it. Furthermore, as I argue 
in chapters 5 and 6, positioning an inscribed discourse (a 
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text) as the ultimate reality is a Modernist position 
fraught with many problems. 
To support the argument that not all knowledge can be 
objectified according to a textual metaphor, consider the 
following comparison of theoretical and personalized 
knowledge by Kazmi (1999): 
[W]hereas theoretical knowledge deals with 
experiences that are repeatable, personal knowledge 
deals with non-repeatable and specific experiences 
that are peculiar to a human being or humans in a 
given situation. Now, since theoretical knowledge is 
almost completely objectifiable in language it can be 
communicated almost er.tirely through written language. 
Eut since personal knowledge cannot be fully captured 
in language it is :10t wr.olly dependent on linguistic 
coffil'.\unication. Personalized knowledge 1s communicated 
not only through language but more importantly also 
through styles and strategies for 1 i ving. In other 
words, personalized knowledge is not a compendium of 
skill and information but rather an orientation to 
knowledge and the ,10rld. (p. 213; emphasis mine) 
If we are to evaluate the ethical sou~d~ess of ou~ 
styles and strategies for living (including the assumptions 
about the world that communication technologies might lead 
us to make), we will need a methodology that not only looks 
at theoretical knowledge, i.e. the knowledge that can be 
objectified and communicated linguistically. We will need a 
methodology that also takes into consideration personalized 
knowledge. Kazmi argues that "to personalize knowledge is 
to show what difference the truth of the theoretical 
sustainable communicational Realities in the Age of Virtualitv 
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knowledge would make to someone who accepts it" ( 1999, p. 
218) . Personalized knowledge leads individuals to a 
critical moment in which they ask about the theoretical 
knowledge they have acquired: how would this knowledge 
about the world affect the quality of my life if I accept 
it to be true? From that point or.wards, individuals can 
make autonomous and conscious decisions regarding the 
practical application of theoretical knowledge to their 
l . 
~ives. Thus, to adopt a research methodology that excludes 
~erso:iaJ..ized knowj_edge lS to deny individuals the 
oppon:unity to make jucigrr.ents ab01.:t the ethical soundness 
of different o::ie.'lta:io.:s to knc:·.r1edge and r.he world and 
their practical applicatic~s. 
While the gcals o~ a method for t~e study of the 
tec:-lnologizings of cc:1.rni...:.r-,.:cation are similar- to those of a 
er i tical-interpreti ve method, the approach, then, must be 
somewhat different. A methodology for the study of how 
technology mediates our understanding of the world must not 
be limited to theoretical knowledge, but must encompass 
personalized knowledge as well. When assessing the new 
significance of values and ethics of a technologizing of 
corr!'.'.unication, judgments must be made on the basis not only 
of the reality inside the organization, but also the 
sustainable communicational Realities in the Age of virtuality 
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reality outside it not only on the basis of external 
manifestations that can be read as texts, but also on those 
internal ones which point to different orientations towards 
the world, some more sustainable than others. 
Personalized knowledge is not, then, about privileging 
the voice of the individual, but about debating the ethical 
soundness of different orientations to knowledge and the 
world. In the context of: the study of technologizings of 
corr.rnu:1ica t ion, this can be accor:cp.2..:"..s~ed by . . . ir.trcc::. 1--1cir:g a 
critical discourse on the sustainability or unsustain-
ability of different conceptualizations of the world, as 
mediated by differe,.t technologies. Ultimately, 
personalized knowledge must beco~e central to this endeavor 
by providing the ethical framework to compare and evaluate 
technologizings of communication, by forcing us to question 
how the assumptions we mar:e about the world (based on the 
technologies we use) affect our lives and the lives of 
others. 
Even though a theoretical understanding of the 
technologizings of communication might produce valuable 
·nsi"ch~s it will in-and-of-itself net be enough to assess l O C , 
the ethical soundness of such constructions or, more 
importantly, produce change. For that, we will need a more 
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comprehensive conceptual tool, which I call the sustainable 
communicational reality and which I describe in the next 
chapter. 
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communicational Realities and Technology 
Technologies are not mere exterior aids but also interior 
transformations of consciousness . . . Technology, properly 
interiorized, does not degrade human life but on the 
contrary enhances it. 
Walter J. Ong, oralitv and Literacy (p. 82-831 
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The relation betweer: corr4rnunication ar:d co;nr:°Lunity extends 
beyond etymological kinship (both stemming from the Latin 
communis, which means commo.7). We )c101, tr.at communication 
is the basis for society, for as Fernback and Thompson 
(1995) argue, "without communication there can be no action 
to organize social relations" (online document). But in 
o~der to understand better the co~plexities o~ this 
rela~ionship, we need to ask w:iat role cor:un:.mication 
technologies play in the formation of communities, or in 
what ways the technologies we use to communicate impact the 
forms of community that we form. 
Communication is technological, artificial, in that its 
codes are generated and manipulated. What separates us from 
other life forms is precisely our ability to construct 
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dynamic and complex language codes. As Ong (1982) suggests, 
far from being an impediment, artificiality is quite 
natural to humans: we need artifacts to change the world 
materially, as well as symbolically. So even though 
communication lS artificial, we consider the act of 
communication a naturally human act. 
If communication is artificial, the communities we 
conceptualize through cor:"~·:n.:r.ication are equally contrived, 
and thus equally related to/dependent on technology. 
Corr1'7tunities are based on a set of shared ~,.ra2-ues and beliefs 
-whether negotiated or ' irns:,csea- that are produced and 
replicai::eci (i.e. corr.r:n.:n i cat e d) through the use of 
technology. We can desc~_:__be this process as that of 
creating what Thayer (1987) calls communicational 
realities: sets of ''ideas, beliefs, prefere:-ices, qual_:__ties, 
evils, and ideals which exist for us essentially because 
they can be and are talked aboi.:t" (p. 172). Communities, 
then, are communicational realities instantiated through 
technology I I am using the term technology here as 
encompassing everything from non-verbal language to 
orality, literacy, and computer-mediated communication). 
T:-,"ese realities can potentially be democratic, but are not 
necessarily so. The argument could actually be made that 
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most of the communicational realities that sustain our 
modern societies can be characterized as anti-democratic, 
based on values which promote inequality and oppression. 
By shaping the way we communicate (the medium and the 
message) technologies set the parameters for our 
interaction with the world. Contrary to what anti-
modernists believe, the problem 1s not the ·.,ay humans make 
communication a technological and artificial act (for as 
has been established, there is no such thing as a natural 
human cormnunication), but the way in whic:1 ·..:e conceptualize 
and interiorize tech:1cl8g~. A sys~e~ in wh~ch aJthcri:.y is 
distributed hierarchically will produce technologies that 
replicate these social relations. Consider for example the 
way in which modern com_rnunication technologies follow a 
trend towards the privatizaticn of the COIT'.IT.'..1:1 i:. y 
advanced industrialized societies: 
The extension of com.-nunity into cyberspace is a 
natural outgrowth of the shift from an emphasis on the 
public to the private in the United States. The notion 
of community is a "public" concept in that it entails 
a collectivity of sorts. But virtual community has a 
private quality about it; it may be who we are as 
private individuals that constitutes our membership in 
certain communities, e.g., virtual communities based 
on political ties or communities of interest based on 
world view, hobbies, or professional status. Thus, a 
private character is ascribed to the idea of community 
as our individuality increasingly defines our choice 
of community membership, despite the nature of 
community as a social bond. (rernback and Thompson, 
in 
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This trend is starkly visible in the technologies of 
virtuality, but it is actually present in all the other 
modern communication technologies: television, film, radio, 
and even writing (see Chapter 5). In fact, Kroker (1999) 
situates this will to virtuality as genealogically 
characteristic of Westerr. culture, "not:. simply what 
constitutes the content of the new world of digital 
reality, but, more importantly, what accounts for the 
dynamic drive in ancient, medieval and contemporary culture 
to a split reality, a substitut2 reality" (p. 3, emphasis 
in original). This drive towards the creation of a 
substitute reality accoun-:s for the modern split of mind 
and body, spirit and flesr:, culture and nature, self and 
ether, a~d so on. 
As a consequence of this fracturing of reality, 
communicational realities have become increasingly 
privatized and individualized - the antithesis, in fact, of 
a healthy community. As Luke (1993) argues: "Composed of 
clients and consumers, communities today are not much more 
than an aggregation of ato~ized individuals organized into 
discrete geographic-legal uni ts" (p. 209) . Although 
cor;,.rr1i..:nicatio:1 is conducive to the creation of communities, 
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it is not necessarily conducive to ethically sound or 
sustainable communities - unless we make it so. A community 
based on values of justice, equality and respect for others 
and for the environment is not the same as a community 
based on values of self-interest, materialism, and 
intolerance. It is doubtful that both communities would use 
the same communication technologies in the same way, that 
both communities would share the same communicational 
realities. 
The process by whic:-', corrc.":-L'Jnicat.::..cnal realities becor1e 
domina:1~ in a given co~w:t;.ni.:,y is a political cne. Because 
communication is artificial, and because it is 
substantiated by artifacts of our own creation, it is a 
site of political and ideclcgical contestation. Certain 
groups might hold the power to hegemonically impose a 
certain communicational reality on others. Oftentimes, this 
is not even a violent process but one in which people 
believe they are asserting their freedom and building 
better communities. Take for example the issue of online 
communities and diversity. Fernback and Thompson (1995) 
argue: 
so al though communities may be formed that reinforce 
social relationships among like-minded individuals, 
those gcoups will have a decreasing need or 
opportunity to interact with other members of the 
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larger society. Instead of creating increasing 
cohesion, virtual communities are likely to have the 
opposite effect on the larger collectivity. We should 
not mistake a desire for communities of interest with 
a hope for a more just and egalitarian society. Just 
as multiculturalism can and does have a positive 
influence on self and group identity but when taken to 
an extreme can disrupt the larger society, so virtual 
communities can foster anomie. (online document) 
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We are responsible for using modern communication 
technologies in such a way that they produce 
communicational realities that are increasingly 
disassociated from the values of democracy and community; 
in short, communicational realities that result in the 
creation of unsocial spaces. This is due to the fact that, 
as Ellul (1992) argues, modern technologies obliterate "all 
that makes social groups possible myths, beliefs, laws, 
morality" (p. 37) and replace it with the 
efficier.cy, a ~ogic that runs co,-;trary to the 
open-endedness of true de~ocracy. For Ellul, 
logic of 
. ,F.C. . .,,_ 
1.ne.,_ .,_ 1.c1.e,;;.... 
technique 
(technology at the service of efficiency, not democracy) 
has become the paradigm for all action, a paradigm devoid 
of all discourse on virtue and ethics, and hence with few 
democratic possibilities. When these technologies are 
designed or implemented, the ethical impact that they will 
have on communicational realities is not taken int8 
consideration; what matters is their potential to increase 
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productivity and efficiency. It is this absence of a 
discussion on ethical soundness when examining technology 
that is the Achilles' heel of modernity. 
Lochhead (1995) correlates the absence of an ethical 
discourse with the split of fact and value in Western 
philosophy: "[t] o the modern mind, the question of fact is 
a matter of objective truth. Fact is objective. To be 
objective is to be real. Value on the other hand is not 
objective. Values are subjective. Values are 
unreal" (on line document). He goes on co argJe that: 
modern thought has not been quite honest about 
what it was attempting to do. It is one thing to argue 
that one cannot derive fact from value or, on the 
other hand, that one cannot derive value f~om fact. It 
is qilite another thi~g to equate ''fac~'' ~ith reality. 
Fer whe~ ¼e sugges: ~hat ''facts'' are ''real'' b~~ 
''values'' are subjective and not ''real,'' we are al~ays 
maki~g a value judg~ent. We want to use tte word 
"reality" in what strikes me as a rather prejudicial 
way. We want to expel considerations of value, of good 
and evil, from "reality." But 1.-,re can only do that by 
implicitly pronouncing the factual, the objective, to 
be the Good. (Lochhead, i995, online) 
The problem is that modernity perceives technologies as 
part of a factual reality that is not only beyond value 
considerations, but is intrinsically good. It considers 
only the material dimension of technology, and not its 
~ TT:-a~e...-; - 1 d' ~ensi· o.,..., • tprh,n. 01." ogie.~ .:::r-.d the corr.rr.u:i.ica:..:onal 
-1...1Li''.l ___ ::;:_ -'t. ,1 11. ~-~ .1 - - ._.. 
realities they produce are real, whereas oc.r moral 
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evaluations of them are not. The split between facts and 
values, then, becomes the pretext by which we can renounce 
the responsibility of thinking ethically about technology. 
As long as we believe that virtual realities (realities 
purged of values) are just as good as the real reality, we 
are exempt from thinking about them ethically and morally. 
This reasoning is misleading in two ways: first, no reality 
is beyond values (there is no split between facts and 
values) and second, although these virt;_;al realities might 
create the illusio~7 of cc::-1:'.U'.'1.i_t.y, they are quite far fro'.Tl 
represen:ing eth::.ca~ly soc:nd and sustainable corununities. 
According to Fernback and Thc,npso:1 (1995): 
Ci ti zer.ship via cyberspace has not prove,i to be the 
panacea for the probler-"s of democratic representation 
within American society; al though commu,ii ties of 
interest have been formed and strengthened (as noted 
previously) and have demonstrated a sense of 
solidarity, they have r.evertheless contributed to the 
fragmented cultural and political landscape of the 
United States that is replete with identity politics 
and the unfulfilled promise of a renewed vita activa. 
(online document) 
Therefore, what is needed is a tool to consider the 
ethical implications of technologies on corrmunicational 
realities, a tool to evaluate technologizings of 
corr_munication according to their moral impact on society. 
Tr.is tool will allow us to compare communicational 
realities in terms of the quality of communities that they 
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produce. This tool I propose to call the sustainable 
communicational reality. 
I arrived at this concept by qualifying the term 
communicational reality, as defined by Thayer (1987), with 
the word sustainable, as borrowed from the environmentalist 
movement. Sustainable can go a long way in invoking what 
constitutes an ethically sound communicational reality. 
According to Engel, the word implies: 
corn.I'.",itrrlent to hur:la:1 solidarity and 
distributional justice (including future genera'.:ions), 
a good life for ali, a shared world-·,;ide morality, 
spiritually nourishing as well as physically prolonged 
lives, rrioral ar:d religious rearr:"la.!nent, reaffirmatio:1 
of the individual-in-community and of the earth as a 
P..osaic of di verse, co-evolving, sel f-gove!:"nir:g, self-
planni_ng commun.:.ties (hence individualistic societ.ies 
ar.d natior. states are ir.a•::i.··nissible). {Pepper, 1996, p. 
7 5) 
Depending on the way ~n ~hich we interiorize tectnology, 
diffe.::ent cormnunica t ion a 1 realities can emerge. Thus, 
differentiating between sustainable and unsustainable 
communicational realities requires that we distinguish 
between technologizings of communication that result in 
holistic and ethical worldviews and those that do not. 
Sustainable communicational realities emerge when 
t h 1 g' es are interiorized accordi:1.g to positive values ec,.r.o~o ~ 
such as equality, dignity, and justice. They result in a 
holographic view of the world, an interconnectedness 
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Unsustainable 
communicational realities, on the other hand, emerge when 
technologies are interiorized according to negative values 
such as individualism, materialism, and reductionism. They 
result in a dichotomized, fragmented view of the universe, 
with humans in constant conflict with their environments. 
The development of sustainable communicational realities 
must happen concurrently with the development of new 
technologies capable of supporting t~e• . The first questicr. 
to be posed is v,:hether in some aspects of moderr. 
techr.ologies can be salvaged for the purpose of building 
sustainable communicational realities. Current efforts seem 
t:o suggest: that althougi: tio.e majority of applicatior.s of 
modern technologies result i:1 1Jnsustainable communicational 
realities, there are some uses of mass media, interactive 
media, and computer-mediated cornmunication that could 
potentially inform a sustair.able communicational reality. 
The question then becomes what to keep and what to discard. 
Kollock (1996) argues that "[a] s the online world is a 
wholly constructed environment, it is worth considering 
what features, constrair.ts, and challenges of the physical 
world r:light be profitably introduced into virtual worlds" 
(online document). We oust ask if it is possible to endow 
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with ethical 
considerations. Take for example the issue of identity. 
Kollock (1996) writes that "one of the attractive features 
of online interaction is the fluidity of identity - one can 
adopt a new persona with each and every interaction. But 
work on social dilemmas argues that identity persistence is 
a necessary feature of cooperative relations" (online 
document). In this case, the question then becomes ;,,hat 
such a fundamental change (from fluidity to persistence of 
identity) would do to the technology of online interaction. 
Research into the SLlstainability of modern technologies 
~s still in its infancy, and positive res~::s a~e not 
guaranteed. Furthermore, time is a luxury when developments 
in the field of modern communication technology are 
happening at a vertiginous pace. Not many developers seem 
to be taking the time to ask if their technologies follow 
Ostrom's (1990) simple design principles for SLlCCessful 
communities: group boundaries are clearly defined, rules 
governing the use of collective goods are well matched to 
local needs and conditions, individuals affected by these 
rules can participate in modifying the rules, the rigr.t of 
comm,E1ity menbers to devise their own rules is respected by 
external authorities, a system for monitoring members' 
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behavior exists, this monitoring is undertaken by the 
community members themselves, a graduated system of 
sanctions is used, and community members have access to 
low-cost conflict resolution mechanisms. 
A discourse on environmental sustainability has allowed 
us to develop a cross-cultural vision of what is good for 
the planet. Likewise, a discoc:rse on t'ie sustainability of 
communication will allow us to talk about tnose 
technologizings that need to be affirmed in order to create 
cormnc:nicational realities invested i:1 values of justice, 
respect., and equality, ir":S~ead of al.:enatior'., escapism, and 
individualism. 
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Before we begin a genealogical exploration of how modern 
communication technologies measure or do not measure up to 
the concept of sustainable communicational realities, it is 
necessary to provide a framework in which to base our 
analysis. I have chosen to use Latour' s (1993) work on 
Modernity to re-conceptualize the relationship between 
t:ech;1olcgy and society. First, I ·,,;ill use this frar..e\•-1ork to 
critique the dominant discourse for thir.king about 
technology and society, the discourse of social/ 
technological deter~inism. Sec:0;1d, I will S'-.!rnr::ar::.ze a;. 
alternative discourse, the actor-network model, ar.d explair. 
why I believe it is a more appropriate framework for 
thinking about the society-technology connection, and for 
the engendering of sustainable communicational realities. 
An important part of Latour' s (1993) wcrk is concerned 
with what it means to be 'Modern.' In his opinion, to use 
the word Modernity is to conjure a double asymmetry. 
I-'odernity i:nplies a historical progression, a break with 
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same t irne, it 
establishes a hierarchy resulting from that progression, 
the Moderns being higher up, more evolved, than the pre-
Moderns. " 'Modern' is thus doubly asymmetrical: it 
designates a break in the regular passage of time, and it 
designates a combat in which there are victors and 
vanquished" (p. 10) 
Apart from this double asyrra'lletry, what distinguishes the 
Moderns, Latour (1993) argues, is their separation of two 
methods for constructing knowledge about the world: one 
which acknowledges the intersections of the artificial and 
the natural (transla:ion), and one which conceptualizes 
them as polar absolutes (purification) 
... the word 'modern' designates two sets of entirely 
different practices which must remain distinct if they 
are to remain effective, but ha~e recently begun to be 
confused. The first set of practices, by 
'translation,' creates mixtures between entirely new 
types of beings, hybrids of r.ature and culture. Tte 
second, by 'purification,' creates t·,.;o entirely 
distinct ontological zones: that of human beings on 
the one hand; that of nonhumans on the other. (p. 10-
11) 
Keeping the work of purification separate from the work 
of translation is equivalent to looking at the world with 
only one eye. By covering one eye we can see the increasing 
proliferation of hybrids, the conjunctures of Nature and 
Society. For example, can see acid rain, genetic 
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and cell 
phones being used in Bangladesh as emergent, interdependent 
hybrids in the networks of the artificial and the natural, 
intersections of the human and the nonhuman worlds. By 
covering the other eye, however, the proliferation of these 
hybrids vanishes to give way to a critical project in which 
Nature, Society, and Disccur-se are see:1 as distinct, polar 
categories: "a natural world that has always been there, a 
society with predictable and stable interests and stakes, 
and a discourse that is independent of both reference and 
society" (p. 11) To be Mode:cn is to "willingly subscribe 
to the critical project, even tho~gh that project is 
developed only through the proliferation of hybrids down 
below" (p. 11). 
The cyclopean limitations of Modernity become 
distinctively apparent when addressing the relationship 
between technology and society. Although the dominant 
discourses of technological determinism and social 
determinism would appear on the surface to be diametrically 
opposed, I will argue that they in fact represent 
complementary instantiations of Modernity. To believe in 
both at the same time poses no proble~ or contradiction for 
+-h Moa·erns but si·rr,ply exemplifies the habit of keeping 
C e -' ' ~ 
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Changes in society 
lead to changes in 
technology, society 
adapts technology 
according to its own 
interests. 
i 
Changes in technology 
lead to changes in 
society; technology is 
autonomous, 






Fig. I. Looking at society and technology through the model of determinism. 
Social determinism establishes thac changes in society 
lead to changes in technology. In other words, society 
shapes cechnology according to its will. As society's needs 
and values develop, new technologies a~e created or 
imported to address those changes. Because technology is 
neutral, non-threatening, it can be adapted to any 
situation or circumstance. We are the masters and it is our 
servant. Technological determinism, on the other hand, 
establishes that changes in technology lead to changes in 
society. Beca•Jse technology is autonomous, independen:: of a 
social context, it has the power to change society. 'Good' 
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(e.g. environmentally safe, democracy-inducing) 
technologies can be introduced into a society and transform 








introduced into a society and have corruptive effects. 
Because technology is all-powerful, society has few 
recourses to influence this process; technological progress 
is seen as a self-corrective process, guided by 
unquestionable Sciences, to which society merely adapts. 
Social determinism resembles the work of translation in 
that the intersections o: the human and nonhuman realms are 
acknowledged. Humans are seen as transforming the world 
·.,· i th technology, and new hybrids ( new mixtures of nature 
ar.d c 1-1lture) are seen as e:nerging in the process. However, 
the balance of power is assur.,ed to be on the side of tr.e 
humans, and the ways in which technology shapes society are 
not critically explored. Conversely, technological 
determinism resembles the work of purification in that the 
relationship between the human and nonhuman realms is 
limited by the absolute, mutually excluding categories of 
Technology and Society. In this case, the balance of power 
see:-r.s -i.::o lie with Technol-::-gy, ar.d qt:estior.s of ho's-.1 scciety 
influences technology are set aside. 
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Each discourse excludes the other: if we focus just on 
social determinism, we are unable to account for the 
intrinsic biases of technology; if we focus only on 
technological determinism, we are unable to identify the 
environmental and social limitations to which technology is 
subjected. In spite of that exclusion, social determinism 
and technological determinism are increasingly becoming 
less oppositional ideologies with their respective set of 
believers, and more dual moments 1n which a single 
situation can be examined from a single perspective. By 
believing alternatively (but from the same epistemological 
position) that the villagers in Bangladesh can assimilate 
the technology with no consequences for their traditional 
structures (because technology is neutral) and that the 
cell phones will brir.g ::codernization to the Bangladeshis 
technology lS autonomous), the discourse of 
determinism is established not as emanating from two 
different perspectives, but from the sarr.e one. Although I 
have relied on the example of che ABC News segment 
throughout, similar observations can be made about other 
cases in which the relationship between technology and 
society lS forefronted. For example, contemporary 
discourses about the use of computers in the classroom can 
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argue alternatively -but oftentimes from the same position-
that the integration of the computer into the classroom is 
determined by the social context (for example, by comparing 
schools in lower and upper class districts), and at the 
same time that the benefits of modernization that the 
computer brings to the classroom are universal regardless 
of the social context (power to develop analytical skills, 
ability to adapt to the learning style of individual 
students, etc.). 
The repercussions of these contradictions should not be 
t.:,.dere s:: ima te::i. The discourse of determinism has 
facilitated at least three very dangerous myths about 
technology and Society t~at Haas ( 19 9 6 \ s umn1c. .!" i z::: s as 
follows: 1) the myth thai: technology ~s transparent an::i 
unbiased, and that we can use technologies without being 
shaped by the~; 2) the myth that technology is all-
powerful, that "individual practices and motives, as well 
as cultural habits and beliefs, take a st.:bordinate position 
to technology, which is seen as determining itself" (p. 
22); and 3) the myth that technology is outside of our 
contr-ol, in other words, that only qualified schcla.!"s of 
Sociology or Technology can theorize relationship 
between technology and society. 
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What is needed, then, is a way to theorize society and 
technology as composites, mutually determining, instead of 
considering them separately, one at a time. The way to do 
that, following Latour' s (1993) methodology, is to explore 
the links between the work of translation and the work of 
purification. 
As soon as we direct our atte~,tion simulta:-ieously to 
the work of purification and the work of 
hybridization, we immediately stop being wholly 
modern, and our future begins to change. At the same 
time we stop having been modern, because we become 
retrospectively a' .. 1are that the two sets o: practices 
have always already bee,o at work 1n tr.e histo!"ical 
period that is ending. Our past begi,os to change. (p. 
11) 
If the process of translation allows us to account for 
the proliferation of hybrids, a simulta:-1eous intersection 
with ~~e p~ocess o~ puri~~catic~ ca~ ~e~p us si~~a~e ~hcse 
hybrids on various networks. A technology is no longer an 
a'J.t::::-.cr:.c'.ls artifact, r.0r is it a passive tool; we are ~o 
longer the masters of technology, but neither are we its 
puppets. Instead, we begin to appreciate how the technology 
shapes us and how we give form to i '.:, and we become aware 
of how these processes are negotiated at each intersection 
of a net\•Jork: in our bodies, our societies, and the 
universe. This is what is known as actor-network theory. 
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technology and society are 
present inside each actor, and 
are mutually determining 
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Fig. 2. The actor-network theory sees technology and society as mutually determining. 
It is apparent how this theory 02:1 help us think about 
technologizings of corr.'.nunication, by theorizing issues of 
power, inte~iorization, and resistance. The unilateral 
causation that was established the discourse of 
determinism (technology shapes society, or society shapes 
technology) , is replaced by a recip~c:-cal cac...isa t icn 
(technology and society shape each other). Technologies and 
humans become hybrid actors distributed along networks: 
composites of natures and cultures; mixtures of pasts, 
presents, and futures; at once subjects and objects. At the 
same time, the false dichotomy of the local versus the 
global is exposed, because networks deny both universality 
and absolute relativism: the specificity of an intersection 
point lS meaningless without considering the larger 
networks that include it; the larger networks are useless 
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of the local 
intersections, for, as Latour (1993) argues, a network is 
local at all points. 
Let us refer to the example of the cellular phones one 
last time. If under the discourse of determinism we were 
able to believe alternatively (but from the same position) 
that the technology was independent and dependent of the 
social context of the village, through the actor-network 
theory we would be getting a very different assessment of 
the situation. We would be able for the first time to 
theorize the ways 1n which the phones are changing the 
villagers as well as the ways in which the villagers are 
changing the phones. Traditional ways of communicating are 
being affected by the introduction of the new technology, 
and the relationship between the villagers' body and their 
surroundings is also being altered. At the same time, 
centuries-old patterns of communication and ways of being 
in the world are being replicated inside the little 
artifact (the indigenous language and figures of speech, 
the interplay of social relations, etc.), probably in ways 
Gnimaginable to its ~akers. The p~cne is a~ once empower~ng 
the villagers and turning them into passive global 
consumers, part of a complex network of economic, social 
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and political transactions in which sometimes they play the 
part of subjects and sometimes they play the part of 
objects. It would be ridiculous to consider their case in 
isolation, without looking at the effect that modern 
communication technologies are having on communities 
worldwide; at the same time, it would also be ridiculous to 
universalize their experience, to turn them into yet 
ail.other corporate-sponsored advertiser:-.er-:t :Ee:- the benefits 
of modernization. 
Wha':: the actor-network theory allo·.;s us to do, then, is 
to problematize the relationship between society and 
technology, and in doing so, it provides us with a way to 
sort the networks. In other words, it allows us to discern 
the biases of technologies (singular technologies such as 
the cell phone, but also assemblages of technologies, such 
as electroni.c or digital co:rur.unicatior~ -cec:-'.r:o2.ogies) for 
the purpose of exposing the proliferation of hybrids, 
instead of trying to eclipse them behind the absolute 
categories of Technology and Society. 
In the next chapter, we will attempt to apply this 
theory to the two technologies that have had the most 
influence in the way we negotiate our relationship with the 
world: orality and literacy. 
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To talk about the technologizing of com_•ntrnication is not 
to critique a process by which communication has become 
artificial, as if to imply that it existed previously in a 
natural state. If, as I argued all hur;,,an 
communication is technological (in that its codes are 
generated and manipulated), then a de-technologizing of 
ccmrnunication is impossible. To argue for a 'natural' 
process of communication is to argue against the human 
vocation to construct hybrids, to combine the artificial 
and the natural. I will reiterate once more that the focus 
of t.his study is not v:hether or not corr.rnunicatio:-i is 
t.echnological, but ho·.-1 co!T'Jnunicatior. technologies are 
interiorized and what assumptions such interiorizations 
lead us to draw from the world. 
The reason I have decided to focus on orality and 
literacy is because I see these two technologies as the 
cornerstones in which I:!:)St of our CCITLc~U:'.icational realities 
have been founded. To do a comparative analysis of the 
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to the 
respective biases of orality and literacy will allow us to 
formulate many of the concepts we want to have at hand when 
we talk about the construction of sustainable 
communicational realities. My goal, then, should not be 
confused with a mere atte~pt to establish one of these two 
technologies as 'superior' to the other. 
Orality and literacy do in fact cor.dition the way we 
communicate in different ways, and their biases do have 
very different effects on the way we organize the human and 
no~tu• an worlds. ~o exp2..ain these differences find it 
esef:.,l to refer to the ·.-1ork cf \•Jal ter Or,g ( 1982 I, but not 
without first identifying a point o~ disagreement. Ong 
believes that orality is natural and literacy is artificial 
(by which he does r.ot ~.ean to co:-ide~.n it, since he argues 
that artificiality is quite natural to humans - seep. 82) 
I see orality as artificial and as much of a technology 
as literacy, in the sense that it requires a code that is 
generated and manipulated. Orality can easily be mistaken 
for a non-artificial form of communication; after all, 
oral::.ty (along with nonverbal cor.munication) transforms our 
bodies into the artifacts of communication. It is a very 
intimate internalization of technology, with no instrument 
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of mediation other than our senses (hence, it tends to be 
romanticized by those who are disenchanted with modern 
communication technologies and their multiple layers of 
mediation). Apart from that disagreement, I find it useful 
to use Ong's analysis of the biases of orality and 
literacy, not as a way to establish absolute 
characteristics of the t,..;o technologies, but as a way to 
understand them in relation to each other, and to begin to 
explore the different ways 
o~ganiz2tion of socie~ies. 
Biases of Orality: 
impermanence 
meaning created each time 
requires an audience 
group activity 
subjective 
identification with the known 
in which they affect 
Biases of Literacy: 
permanence 
meaning •fixed' 
audience is imagined 
individual activity 
objective 
separates knower and known 
the 
Fig. 3. A comparison of the biases of orality and literacy according to Ong (1982). 
Because so:.ind ceases to exist in the external world as 
soon as it is uttered, Ong (1982) argues that the bias of 
orality is towards impermanence. As soon as I am finished 
pronouncing a letter or a word, the sound vanishes and can 
sustainable Communicational Realities in the Age of virtuality 
Ulises A. Mejfas 47 
only remain stored inside our bodies, in our memories. 
Literacy, on the other hand, is biased towards permanence 
because it is a mai::erial represeni::ation of language. The 
text preserves language materially, outside of the body, 
for a determined length of time. 
Therefore, we can say that in relation to literacy, 
r:-,eaning in orali ty !":as to be crea::ed each time. The only 
way to recount sorr.ethin:i in oralit:y is by retelling it, as 
meaning is created every time we hear something. Meaning in 
orality is created each time the words are spoken and 
beard, eve:-1 if the h·orcis have bee:1 spo:-Cen and heard many 
tirr.es before. Conversely, in literacy the meaning is 
supposedly 'fixed' in the text. This is somewhat of a 
problematic staterr.ent, since we know that c.vriting preserves 
the words but: not their meaning (Olson, 1989) Reading 
requires a hermeneutics, a way of accounting for the 
difference between the material text and the individual's 
interpretation. So notwithstanding the arr.ple debate on the 
subjectivity of the text, when we assert here that in 
orality meaning is created each time and in literacy the 
r:-aanin:i is fixed, we are only trying to ur,derstand one in 
relation to the other. 
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Precisely because meaning in orality is created at the 
moment of speech, Ong (1982) also argues that orality 
requires an audience, whereas in literacy the audience is 
imagined. When talking, we require at least one other 
person to listen and to respond to us (talking to ourselves 
is not very productive); in literacy, our audience is not 
present as we write or read, and can at best be only 
imagined. Therefore, orality has a bias towards corrrnunal 
interaction, the sharing of meaning, whereas literacy has a 
bias towards individualism, t:he personal construction of 
meaning. Orality is an activity that requires a public 
setting, whereas literacy requires of a private confine. 
Literacy displaces words to a material private realm, where 
they achieve permanence but lose their power. Ong points to 
what happens in classroo--:,.s: as long as the teacher a!ld the 
students are interacting via orality, there is communal 
interaction; but as soon as the teacher instructs the 
students to turn to their books, they all recede into their 
individual spaces. 
Ong' s (1982) most crucial observation is that orality 
requires that we take a subject:i·,e positio!l vis-a-v~s the 
world, whereas literacy requires that •,;e distance ourselves 
from it, adopting an objective perspective. He argues that 
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orality enables an identification with the known, whereas 
literacy establishes a distanciation from it: 
Writing fosters abstractions that disengage knowledge 
from the arena where human beings struggle with one 
another. It separates the knower from the known. By 
keeping knowledge embedded in the human lifeworld, 
orality situates knowledge within a context of 
struggle. (pp. 4 3-4 4) 
The 'struggle with one another' to which Ong (1982) 
refers is the constant need to negotiate meaning directly 
with the human (and nonhuman) world when \✓ e are engaged in 
an oral culture. Interpretation is subjective, personal. 
According to Ong, the interactions between us and the world 
are of a more abstract nature in literacy. Writing requires 
that we assume a position outside the world, fro;n which we 
can objectively describe it, and outside our audience, who 
can only be conjured through the imagination. Therefore, 
writing is 'autonomous discourse': discourse which cannot 
be immediately and spontaneously questioned because there 
is no human interactor. 
Based on Ong's (1982) analysis, we could theorize that a 
society that is biased towards orality would promote 
positive social spaces, whereas a society biased towards 
literacy wou.!.d promote unsocial spaces and the primacy of 
the individual. However, it would be problematic to make 
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this absolute characterizations. To do that would be to 
fall into one of the traps of the discourse of determinism: 
to think that technologies are autonomous and unilaterally 
shape our societies. That is why it is not enough to focus 
on the biases of technology; we must also look at the way 
in which those biases are interiorized at a social level, 
that lS, we must look at the technologizings of 
communication. 
A proper_;_y interiorized literacy (i.e., a literacy that 
has been interiorized af:er ethical considera:ions) has its 
ad·s7a.~tages: :'- t al lo',•;s us to conceptualize ne1,"'i' 
com.~unicational realities, ne\·l ·.1ays of na:-'.12.r.g the wor2.d. In 
Ong' s words: "Writing ir.troduces division and alienation, 
but a higher unity as well. It intensifies the sercse of 
self and fosters rnc:::-e conscious interaction between 
persor.s. ~·Jriting is consciousness-raising" (p. 179) On the 
other hand, an improperly interiorized orality can be 
alienating if it hinders self-reflexivity and perpetuates 
destructive narratives about racism or sexism, for example. 
As soon as we start taking the interiorization of 
technologies into consideration, we move away ~rom the 
discourse of social/technological determinism, away from 
the language of 'good' technologies and 'bad' technologies, 
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and start considering technologies as habits (Wise, 1997): 
contractions of action, substance, and thought; 
condensations of technology and language habits which 
are not always innocent, because they bring "the 
construction and interpretation of technical systems into 
conformity with the requirements of a system of dominationn 
(p. 7 4) . 
It would behoove us, then, to conceptualize new habits, 
new ways of properly ir.teriorizing technologies. 
Ur.fortunately, Mcdern.::.y :-.as obstructed tt' . .:s task :iot only 
by establishing a schism between 'Modern' technologies 
Ii. e. literacy) a:id 'pre-!.-:ode.:-n' techr'.ologies (i.e. 
oral~ty), renderi:ig the:-n j__nCC:i:'.pa'::2.ble, bc;t also by 
situating the former as superior to the lai:ter. I would 
argue that it is in fact the ccnstruction of this gradation 
( oral i ty in the bot tom, literacy on top) that in many ways 
defines the Modern episteme, that gives it its meaning. 
Without the transition from orality to literacy, Modernity 
loses its essence, its being hence the need to construct 
it as a key historical morEent, a major accomplishment of 
'Man.' 
This transitio~, initialized with t~e invention of 
writing but formalized by the introduction of print, marked 
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the beginning in Western culture of an era where the 
literate (modern) mind was rendered superior to the oral 
(primitive) mind. The literate Self (white, male, etc.) was 
positioned high above the illiterate human Other, as wel 1 
as the nonhuman Other (Nature). In other words, we could 
write about them (whereas they/it could not do the same to 
us). Only we could see, aided by our scientific 
instruments, the separation of nature and society, all the 
while allowing the proliferation of hybrids of nature and 
socie~y to take place u~der t~e table. 
Literacy, as we think of it today, is a Eurocentric 
myth. It is argued that the Greeks (the so-called founding 
fathers of civiliza~icn) democratized and modernized 
literacy with the creation of the Greek alphabet. What 
distinguished the Greek alphabet from its predecessors is 
that each vocal sound (all literacies being based on sound, 
or orality) was represented by a single letter. This 
feature is now not only equated with ease of learning (is 
it really easier for a child in England to learn English 
than for a child in Asia to learn any of the Asian 
2.a;1g:iages?), but ·~ le is also used to establish the Greek 
alphabet and its descendants as more advanced -and hence 
more democratic and Modern- than alphabets based on glyphs 
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or alphabets with no visual equivalent for each vocal sound 
(such as alphabets with no vowels, for example). Not 
surprisingly, those are the alphabets of non-European 
societies. Those who wish to oppose this Eurocentric 
argument have been forced to adopt: a relativist position, 
arguing that no writing systems is better than another. By 
doing that, they might be dangerously avoiding issues of 
power and the creation of monopolies of k:1owledge. After 
all, a system of writing that consists of thousands of 
characters is bound to be elitist, if we consider the 
social opportunities available to lear:1 such a complex 
system. However, I would suggest t'lat the critical vantage 
point needs to be shifted: we r.eed to look at writing 
systems as technologizir.•;rs of ccr;-J1n1nic2::icn, anci exp2-ore 
how a system that brea~s up every sound into a sign leads 
to a different conceptualization of the world than a system 
that does not. It would be interesting to explore, for 
example, how an alphabet with no vowels leads to a 
different worldview than an alphabet with vowels by using 
some alternate mental skills. 
But let us nm-, get back to the transitior. from orality 
to literacy, for there is a pe:1ding problem that we must 
address. The problem (which is actually more of a solution) 
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is the following: the transition from orality to literacy 
never took place. Or rather, it is an illusion; it only 
took place in the mind of the Moderns. Such transit ion is 
an imaginary construct that we have been conditioned to 
believe in. It was necessary to define this transition in 
order to establish a distance from the 'primitives,' to set 
up the superiority of the Moderns; or as Latour (1993) puts 
it, to impose the separation of the human and the nonhuman 
and artificially create the scandal of the Other, those who 
cannot separate themselves from the world: 
Modern temporality gave the impression of continuous 
acceleration by relegating ever-larger masses of 
humans and nonhumans together to the void of the past. 
Irreversibility has changed sides. If there is one 
thing we can no longer get rid of, it is those natures 
and multitudes, both equally global. (pp. 135-136) 
Once we realize the purpose that the supposed transition 
from orality to literacy served, we are no longer required 
to believe in it. The project of creating The Past has 
failed, as even the post-Moderns have failed to modernize 
the pre-Moderns. Happily, no violent revolution is required 
to formalize the dissolution of Modernity. All we need to 
do is direct our attention simultaneously to the work of 
!)'Jr'..fication and translation, start claiming responsibili :y 
for the legions of hybrids that we have illegitimately 
created. As far as the scope of this study is concerned, 
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this means to start acknowledging that any technologizing 
of communication constructed around Modern temporality is 
simply unsustainable. 
My argument is that modern communication technologies 
have a hegemonic bias towards improperly interiorized 
literacy. This bias, which is built precisely on the 
devaluation of other technologies such as orality, has 
serious political repercussion which will be addressed in 
the following sections. E"'ortunately, eve:1 in our 'Modern' 
world, orality has :1ot disappeared or been rendered 
useless, nor is it waiting for a day in which it can 
resurrect. It is there as it has always been, in its hybrid 
form, intertwined in t'ie same net',.;or-ks as the other 
technologies, ,1ai ting to be acknm-1ledged. A!1d acknowledge 
this fact we must: that in their effort to renCer the 
Ot'iers illiterate, it is the Moderns who have become 
iloral. 
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The unsustainable Abstractions of Virtuality 
In 
The spirit of the digital, the spirit of overcoming the 
inevitability of human death, has taken many different 
names in history: alienation in the age of mechanical 
technology, reification in the era of electronic technology, 
simulation in the triumphant times of the virtual, and now 
substitute reality in the early dawn of the post-human, in the 
age of bio-technology. 
Arthur Kraker, The Digital Nerve (p.4) 
order to cont i :1 1Je our exploration of 
relationships betweec1 different technologizings 





necessary at this point tc clarify tte concept~al re:atio~ 
between orality and the work of translatioc1, and literacy 
and :he work of purifica:ion. The spoken word, when 
properly interiorized, embeds knowledge in our immediate 
environment, promoting extroversion and subjective 
l . ana~ysis, a concern with the world in which we live. 
Meaning is created through translation, constant 
negotiation between the Self and the Others. Our existence 
and the existence of the world 1s substantiated by cur 
naming of the world (Freire, 1971); reality is articulated, 
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enunciated again and again. Conversely, the materialized 
word -when properly interiorized- displaces knowledge from 
our immediate environment to the Self, allowing for 
introspection and objective analysis, a concern with the 
world within the Self. Translation between the Self and the 
Other becomes secondary, because meaning is derived from 
purification, as reality is distilled from absolute 
categories and values, and deposited in the Self. It is an 
autonomous process, starting and ending with the Self. 
These characterizatior.s are r.ot meantc to be taken as 
terminal, but simply as relative points of reference. If we 
co!1sider a graph (see below) 1✓ ith corresponding quadrants 
for crality, trar:slatic;i, lite~acy a~d purificatic~, 
find that the closer we pull towards the center, the 
shorter the distance be~ween the axes (the more actors 
becc:ne synchronous tra:islators and purificators, i.e. 
hybrids) On the other hand, the farther we pu_i_l from the 
center the greater the distance between the axes (the more 
actors become segregated in their roles as either 
translators or purificators) Modernity is the centrifugal 
force i:-1 this model, pushing towards the edges, tov1ards 
segregation. 
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Fig. 4. The direction of force in the modern and amodern paradigms. 
58 
Thus, Modernity's untenable position, a position that is 
reflected in its obsessive bias towards literacy (its 
construction of a transitic:1 from orality to literacy) f'.as 
resulted in two deficier:cies tr.at h'e have already 
discussed: linear temporality, or tr.e attempt to relegate 
hybrids and the Others to the past; and rampant 
individualism, or the fixation with the Self. I will refer 
to these as unsustainable abstractions, and I will discuss 
them in relation to the contemporary discourse on 
virtuality, tr.e attempt to replace the real with the 
ar:.i£act. 
In order to understand (post-) Modernity's dysfunctional 
desire to reach a state of virtuality (even at the cost of 
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self-destruction), we might have to do some genealogical 
excavating of its relation to the concepts of time and 
space. I believe some elements of the work of Harold Innis 
are particularly suitable for this task. Innis (1995) 
proposes that certain communication technologies, such as 
orality, have a bias towards time, while other technologies 
such as literacy have a bias towards space. A bias towards 
time is exemplified by technologies centralize 
knowledge and organize soci.e:y around tradition. 
Conversely, a bias towards space is exemplified by 
technologies which make knowledge portable and emphasize 
expa:7.sion. 
The transition from orali:y to literacy is nothing more 
than the attempt to separate time-biased societies (with 
their concern for conservat.:!..on, continuity, and the 
perma~1ence of knowledge), and space-biased societies (,1it:h 
their concern for empire-building, continuous change and 
the movement of information). This separation is not just 
an innocuous way to index the ending of a 'primitive' era 
and the beginning of one of 'progress' and 'civilization.' 
It brings with it the introduction of a whole set of values 
(expansion, speed, efficiency, accumulation, homogeni-
zation, transcendence of time and death) that have specific 
Sustainable Communicational Realities in the Age of Virtualitv 
Ulises A. Mejias 
moral consequences (greed, alienation, loss 
spirituality, reductionism, materialism, individualism) 
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The inappropriate interiorization of literacy has been 
an important agent in this transition. Innis (1995) was 
concerned with exploring its relation to the construction 
of Modernity, for example in the case of the construction 
of the State: 
Lack of interest :i.n problecis 
civilization suggests that 
printi:-ig has persisted ir. a 
state has been interested 
of duration in Western 
the bias of paper and 
concern with space. The 
in the enlargement of 
territories and the i_mposition o-f cultural uniformity 
on its peoples, and, losing touch with the problems of 
time, has been willing to engage in wars to carry out 
immediate objectives. Printing has emphasized 
vernaculars and divisions between states based on 
language without implying a concern for time. The 
effects of division have been evident in development 
of the book, the pamphlet, and t:ie newspaper and in 
the growth of regionalism as new monopolies have been 
built up. The revolt of the /\Jnerican colonies, 
division between north and south, and extension 
westward of the United States have been to an 
important extent a result of the spread of the 
printing industry. (p. 76-77) 
Viewed through this perspective, the State, and more 
recently the Corporation, emerge as instances of space-
biased empires, ever expanding machines of homogenization 
capable of administering vast territories by assimilating 
diversity. The corrmunicational realities that these empires 
create er:1erge partly through the relationship between an 
improperly interiorized literacy and the economics of 
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capitalism, the politics of oppression, and the philosophy 
of science and reason. Considered separately, each one of 
these relationships perpetuates the hierarchization of 
literacy and purification over orality and translation: 
improperly interiorized literacy, for example, fosters the 
sense of individualism required by capitalist systems of 
accumulation; improperly interiorized literacy also 
provides the justification for the political oppression of 
the illiterate Other, whom it views as subhuman; and a 
literacy that has not bee:--, appropria;:ely ir.teriorize::i is 
also conducive to the reduction of the universe into 
insignificant parts that can be studied individually while 
ignoring their relationship to the larger whole. Considered 
in conjLlnction, these relationships er.do·., Modernity witr. 
its reductionist substance, as Vandana Shiva (1992) argues: 
Reductionism is not an epistemological 
accident. It is related to the needs of a particular 
form of economic organization. The reductionist 
worldview, the industrial revolution and the 
capitalist economy [are] the philosophical, 
technological and economic components of the same 
process. The logic of this [process] is 
provided by reductionism: only those properties of a 
resource system are taken into account which generate 
profits through exploitation and extraction; 
properties which stabilize ecological processes but 
are commercially non-exploitative are ignored and 
eventually destroyed. (p. 238) 
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While it is erroneous to attribute the creation of 
literacy to Modernity (as the orality-literacy transition 
would have us believe), we can argue that the improper 
interiorization of literacy is definitely a Modern symptom. 
The technologizing of communication that we refer to as 
literacy and that involves the separation of the work of 
translation from the work of purification -resulting in 
unsustainable abstractions- is a particular characteristic 
of Modernity. It should not be extended to al 1 1 i teracies 
or all societies. It is important to emphasize this because 
there are other possibilities for more appropriate 
interiorizations of literacy, and the critique of one 
interiorization should not function to condemn a technology 
wholesale. This technologi zing of communication should be 
localized to a capitalist, imperialist and reductionist 
model and analyzed in the context of a project to control 
Nature, Time, and the Others. 
Despite the fact that this project has been destined to 
fail from the beginning, we keep having to face its 
resurrection du jour. Its contemporary avatar seems to lurk 
around in the post-Modern discourse of the Virtual. My 
argument is that Virtuality represents an unsustainable 
corrmmnicational reality, with its deceitful habit of 
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talking about the real when it means the unreal, of talking 
about a disembodied 'cyberspace' when it refers to a 
material assemblage of electronic commodities, of talking 
about moving things closer when in reality it pushes them 
away, replacing them with pixels and bytes. Virtuality is 
the latest in a series of attempts by the West to create an 
alternate reality where we are not 'burdened' by mortality, 
introspection, and social responsibility a dangerous 
playground where the neurotic Self can retreat from the 
mess it has created in the real world. Brook and Boal 
(1995) argue: 
The wish to leave the body, time, and place behind in 
search of electronic emulation of co:nmunity does Eot 
accidentally intensify at a tirr.e :,,;he~ the space and 
time of everyday life have become so uncertain, 
unpleasant, and dangerous for so many - even if it is 
the people best insulated from risk who show the 
greatest fear. The litany of problems is a familiar 
one: people sorted into enclaves and ghettos, growing 
class and racial antagonisms, declining public 
services (including schools, libraries, and 
transportation), unemployment caused by automation and 
wandering capital, and so on. But the flight into 
cyberspace is motivated by some of the same fears and 
longings as the flights to the suburbs: it is another 
"white flight." (p. ix I 
What, then, is the virtue of the virtual? Virtuality is 
probably not just the latest entertain:nent fad, artistic 
medium, or investment opportunity. It is the laboratory 
where the project of Modernity will be carried to its 
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ultimate consequence: the obliteration of the real. What is 
more Modern than the substitution of the artifact for the 
real, especially when the artifact is entirely under our 
control, unencumbered by the exigencies of the environment? 
Instead of real communities where meaning must be 
negotiated before it is shared, we can join homogenous 
virtual communities where diversity is not an issue; 
instead of real relationships where identities are 
vulnerable and exposed, we can form virtual relationships 
where identities are created and transformed at will; 
instead of political action we can have virtual activism -
and so on. This cannot but be a de-humanizing project, an 
unsustainable technologizing of corr~unicaticn. 
So why then is Virtuality so appealing to the Moderns? 
Why is its call so alluring? Perhaps because its public 
persona has been constructed around the two principles that 
are most revered in Western culture: democracy and freedom 
of expression. As Al Gore made clear in a 1994 speech to 
the International Telecommunications Union, to oppose 
virtuality is quite literally to oppose democracy (hence 
t~e failure cf any alternative to capitalism, which he 
seems to equate with democracy): 
sustainable communicational Realities in tne Age of Virtua/ity 
Ulises A. Mejfas 
In a sense, the GII [Global Information 
Infrastructure] will be a metaphor for democracy 
itself. Representative democracy does not work with an 
all-powerful central government, arrogating all 
decisions to itself. That is why communism collapsed. 
Instead, representative democracy relies on the 
assumption that the best way for a nation to make its 
political decisions is for each citizen - the human 
equivalent of the self-contained processor - to have 
the power to control his or her own life ... The GII 
will not only be a metaphor for a functioning 
democracy, it will in fact promote the functioning of 
democracy by greatly enhancing the participation of 
citizens in decision-making. (Brook and Boal, 1995, p. 
xii) 
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What a grand Athenian utopia I The opportunity for citizens 
(if by citizens we mean only those who can afford to be 
wired) to decide (in an undemocratic manner) the issues (as 
defined by those who hold power) that really matter to the 
r' na .... ion (that matter to large corporations). 
It is halluc~noge~ic fantasies like this that ~einforce 
the idea that the Virtual is (or will become) an 
omnipresent, omnipowerful network, a global phenomenon thac 
transcends the imperfect dimension which our bodies occupy. 
Once the operating system crashes, however, we are left 
with nothing more than an assemblage of serpentine cables 
and incompatible machines; a network which is by no means 
'global' (in that it does not cover the whole extent of the 
planet) 'virtual' (in that is very real a:-id 
material, made up of plastic, silicon and magnetic 
charges): a network which has great potential for 
sustainable communicational Realities in the Age of Virtualitv 
Ulises A. Mejias 
66 
administering the flow of information, but which fails to 
reintegrate the users to the world in a meaningful way. 
To suspend disbelief of the Virtual, however, is to be 
branded a blaspheme, a primitive, a luddite, a fascist who 
opposes creative freedom. Along with democracy, creative 
freedom is the other construct on which the sanctity of the 
Virtual rests. To question the usefulness or moral 
integrity of the Virtual is to violate the right to 
creative freedom of the digital artists and the software 
giants, for their freedom to express themselves overrides 
the ::reeciom of others ":o question the1:t. In short, creative 
freedom is the virtue on ·.-1r,ich datacide is being cormnitted: 
"The drive to technical mastery in the narr.e of creative 
freedom has disintegrated any notion of the 'good' which is 
not proximate to technical willing" (Kraker, 1999, p. 15). 
To express oneself creatively through the technologies of 
virtuality is intrinsically good, an end in-and-of-itself. 
Hence the contemporary explosion at both the mainstream and 
avant-garde levels of digital art, the art of the virtual, 
with its cult to 'high' technology, its substitution of the 
represented object for the real object, of the virtual act 
for the social act, and its surrender to nihilis!T\ and the 
relativity of all forms of representation. In the end, all 
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that this freedom has been able to facilitate is a 
voluntary return to Plato's cave, a world of shadows and 
representations. 
Virtuality is an unsustainable communicational reality 
because it perpetuates an improper interiorization of 
literacy. The progression from print to hypertext is not as 
radical as the post-Modernists would have us believe: or.e 
material technology that fosters the retreat ir.to the Self 
and the exclusion of the illiterate Other has been 
substituted by another more in accordance with contemporary 
society's modes of production and information. If anything, 
this progression is more of a regressic~. Whereas print 
literacy had achieved a degree of affordability and 
accessibility as well as a degree of transparency in the 
act of reading, virtual technologies (the whole multi:c.edia 
assemblage) have narrowed the affordability and 
accessibility back to medieval levels, and have meanwhile 
opaqued the act of reading by substituting for black 
letters on white paper a complex and elaborate method of 
displaying information, where the important thing is noc so 
much what is being read but how it is being read. 
sustainable communicational Realities in the Age of Virtualitv 
Ulises A. Mejfas 
7. 
The suspension of Illiteracy 
Technological decontextualization is ordinary experience for 
hundreds of millions if not billions of human beings, as well 
as other organisms. 
Donna Haraway, The Promises of Monsters: A Regenerative 
Politics for Jnappropriateld Others !online document! 
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We hear nowadays the word 'literacy' attached to many of 
what we call 'modern' technologies: com9uter literacy, 
media literacy, multi~.ed2_a literacy, network literacy, 
internet literacy, and s:::, on. Beyond Modernity's obsession 
with textual technologies, there is an obsession with 
textual \,,rays of t:1inki:-s .. g. 7he use o:::" tf'.e wcrd literacy i:1 
all of these cases suggests that Modernity equates the 
processes of acquiring com9etency in these technologies 
with literacy, with textual ways of thinking. When 
improperly interiorized, learning how to read and learning 
how to use a computer rely on similar mental processes and 
lead to similar assumptions about the world. Both 
literacies can perpetuate Modern ideals of li:7.ear 
tem,porality and individualism, and lead on the whole to 
i..:nsustainable communicational realities. 
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To support this argument we only need to acknowledge 
that for every new literacy that is created, a new 
illiteracy comes into existence. If we talk about something 
called computer literacy, we are indirectly talking about 
computer illiteracy, confirming the existence a group of 
people who do not possess such skills (either because they 
do not want to or they cannot have access to them). 
Literacy then refers not only to system.s of writing, or 
textual ways of thinking; it has also come to mean the 
r'.".easureme:1t of an individual's technolcgical CCT,pete:1cy. 
H. s. Bhola (1992) refers to literacy as the 
"ontological reintegratio,, of the individual to the world" 
(p. 16). This definition re,,ders the illiterate person 
incapable of participating meaningfully in the construction 
of sustainable communication a 1 realities. The key to t:-ie 
reintegration of the illiterate person to the world, we are 
told, is literacy. While it is true that the majority of 
the population of the planet experiences technology in a 
decontextualized (imprope::ly interiorized) manner, the 
question is whether literacy (both as a reliance on textual 
ways of thinking and as a social project) is up to the task 
of reintegrating individuals to the wo::ld in a meaningful 
way. Needless to say, such ::eintegration cannot simp!y 
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depend on the wiring of schools and public spaces, as it is 
sometimes naively misrepresented in the media. As Woodward 
(1993) argues in his normative-contextualist theory of 
technology: 
The principal focus for considering communication 
technologies must shift from the instrument as an 
object of access or choice towards attention to 
technology's potential to serve as personal tools in 
people's ongoing effc~ts to a=~ieve sel~ knowledge 
through articulacy, expressivity and moral dialogue. 
(p. 1 73) 
We are uncritically optimistic about literacy. Our 
trust in it as a solution to the social problems of 
(·lcder-n_=._ty is great, bJt as hear1ey (1990} points out, 1'1'8 
often fail to correctly conceptualize the problem to which 
literacy is supposed to be the solution. Heaney uses 
Illich's co:-icept:. of aL iat~oge~_:_c disease to explain 
illiteracy; in the same way that an iatrogenic ciisease is 
an illness that is introduced by the physician, we can 
think of illiteracy as a disease attributable to a system 
that perpetuates inequality in a class-based society: 
Illiteracy is not the cause, but rather a by-product 
of social dysfunctions which are, in origin, related 
to class, gender and race. It is no coincidence that 
most illiterate adults are poor and without influence. 
less recognized, perhars, is the fact that people a:re 
not poor and powerless because they cannot read and 
'.-.
1rite. Cn the contrary, they canr.ot read and write 
because they have been politically and economica7..ly 
exclucied from those institutions of power within which 
the art of reading anci writing 1s a valued and 
essential tool. (p. 7) 
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Heaney's argument effectively reverses 
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the way we 
usually think of illiteracy: instead of viewing it as the 
source of poverty, ignorance and violence, he sees it as 
the result of a communicational reality that conceives of 
the world as a place where the literate Self is superior to 
the illiterate Other, the distribution of social power 
depending on that distinction, on that monopolization of 
knowledge. 
A dilemma arises: if we choose to represent literacies 
as ~o~cpolies of knowledge, we ca~ explai~ how ill~teracies 
are not the cause but rather the consequence of social 
dysfunctions. This can help us renounce the belief that 
poverty and oppression exist because people are illiterate; 
instead, we can argue that people are systematically 
excluded from literacies the basis of class, gercder, 
race, etc. But what options does that leave us in terms of 
social change? Nothing short of a revolution, another 
transition, another substitution, and another step forward 
in the Modern progress ion ... (Un)fortunately, revolutions 
have lost their appeal as realistic solutions: 
The idea of radical ~evolution lS the or.ly solut.ion 
that the moderns have imagined to explain the 
emergence of the hybrids that their Constitution 
simultaneously forbids and allows, and in order to 
avoid another mons<:.er: the notion that things 
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[technologies] themselves have a history. 
1993, p. 70) 
72 
(Latour, 
Modernity will go to any extent, even a self-destructive 
revolution, to keep the work of translation separate from 
that of purification. 
If any radical change is necessary at this time, it is 
of a more subdued kind, yet with tremendous consequences. 
The dissolution of Modernity, the realization that we have 
never been Modern (Latour, 1993) consists simply of 
acknowledging the following facts: 1) that as we have seen, 
we must simultaneously turn our attention to the work of 
purification and the work of translation, instead of 
considering them separately; 2) that in doing so, we must 
acknowledge the existence of hybrids, intersections of 
agency, power, technologies, etc.; and 3) that the 
illiterate person is as capable as the literate cf creating 
communicational realities, and that in fact the illiterate 
person has a greater opportunity to construct sustainable 
communicational realities because his or her agenda is not 
to uphold Modernity. 
My argument is not that, by dispelling the myth of 
illiteracy, we should abandon those who live in the 
alienation of improperly interiorized technologies. It is 
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unethical to think at this point that by leaving illiterate 
people alone we can preserve their cultural wealth. The 
fact is that part of their cultural wealth is precisely the 
sum of centuries of resistance to the Modern project, the 
way they have avoided becoming wholly literate. Whatever we 
decide to label them -pre-Moderns, primitives, Others- they 
have all already been deeply implicated in the project of 
Modernity. In fact, they are the ones who have paid the 
highest price and carried the heaviest burden. Numbering 
billions of hu~an bei~gs, they are no ~inority group, 
either. Trying to deny them now their place as the 
dismantling of Modernity begins is unthinkable. To try to 
remain pre-Modern 'f' i~ such a thing was possible) is as 
unsustainable today as it is to try to remain Modern. The 
time has come to go beyond this dichotomy. 
ITHACA COLLEGE LIBRARY 
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8. 
Reintegrations to the world 
Neither Nature nor the Others will become modern. It is up 
to us to change our ways of changing. 
Bruno Latour, we Have Never Been Modern (p_ 145l 
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The first step towards the dissolution of Modernity is 
the denunciation of its last symptom, post-t-'oderni ty. Post-
Modernism acknowledged t'1e irr,balance bet,:eer. purificatior. 
and translation, and recognized the importance of the 
hybrid. The process of examining the multiple intersections 
within the hybrids led to the methodology of 
deconstruction. Howe·1er, decor.s~ruction ultir-tately resu2.teci 
in an ~nsustainable abstraction: if everything can be 
deconstructed, then everything is relative, and therefore 
nothing has real value. Everything became a relative sign; 
no absolutes were beyond scrutiny. Technologizings of 
communication were acknowledged but made useless at the 
same time because the agency to assign value was denied: "a 
critical pedagogy of ~epreser.tation must establish the 
relativity of all forms of representation by situating them 
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historical and social constructions" (Giroux 




technologizings are relative, there is no way to ascribe 
value to them. This resulted in a nihilism that, instead of 
providing solutions, increased the level of despair and the 
desire (of those who could afford it) to escape to other 
realities. Latour (1993) argues: 
Modernization was ruthless toward the premoderns, but 
what can we say about postmodernization? Imperialist 
violence at least offered a future, but sudden 
weakness on the part of the conquerors is far worse 
for, always cut off from the past, it now also breaks 
with the future. Having been slapped in the face with 
modern reality, poor populations now have to submit to 
postmodern hyperreality. Nothing has value; everything 
is a reflection, a simulacrum, a floating sign; and 
that very weakness, they say, may save us from the 
invasion of technologies, sciences, reasons. (p. 131) 
We must find alternative ways of conceptualizing the 
process of "ontological reintegration of the individual to 
the world" that Bhola (1992) alludes to when he speaks of 
literacy. The seeds of these alternative conceptualizations 
are already dispersed along the networks, germinating in 
diverse technologizings of communications. The challenge is 
the collective effort that it will take to supplant 
improper interiorizations of technology with more 
sustainable ones. One way to achieve this is to start 
differentiating between the utilization and the use of 
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technologies. According to Wise (1997), 
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utilization 
describes the operation of technology within normative 
rules, that is, a decontextualized experiencing of 
technology. Conversely, use implies "the whole sequence of 
thought, action, and fulfillment" (p. 75), in other words, 
a properly interiorized technology that results in 
sustainable attitudes towards the world. While avoiding the 
traps of technological and social determinism, we must 
estimate to what extent are the biases of a particular 
technology in a particular setting reversible. 
The role of the (post-)Moderns in this process must be 
carefully defined. No longer are they the experts telling 
the rest of the world what to do, orchestrating the latest 
revolution from the solitary " ' con,1nes of their literary 
imaginations. Instead, t~ey should aspire to the humble 
role that Colombres (1988) prescribed when he suggested 
that modern science (in this case anthropology) be returned 
to its victims: 
Only by planning its own demise can anthropology erase 
its original sin. In the brief time that it has left 
it must transfer to the oppressed, transformed into 
social and historical subject, the most relevant 
results of its theory and practice, the description of 
the mechanisms tr.rough ·,.,ihich they ~•:ere exr::loi ted and 
degraded for centuries. (p. 27) 
sustainable communicational Realities in the Age of Virtuality 
Ulises A. Mejfas 
77 
This is not to suggest that the oppressed should become 
the next generation of anthropologists and scientists. 
"Giving them the tools 0 does not mean giving them the 
computers, the cameras, or the phones, or even the 
literacies, the sciences and the reasonings (repeating the 
exchange of identity for glass beads and mirrors). It does 
not mean giving them the technologies and expecting them to 
utilize them in the same way that the Moderns do. It simply 
means collaborating with t!'.em in their discovery of the 
mechanisms through which they have been oppressed. In doing 
so, the Moderns woi.:ld be revealing very few secrets, for 
the oppressed have for a long time known about the forked 
tongue of Modernity. But without such collaboration 
sustainability will s.i;'.;ply be unat":.ainable, for both 
Moderns and pre-Moderns have contributions to make to this 
process: "The amalgam consists in using the pre-Modern 
categories to conceptualize the hybrids, while retaining 
the moderns' final outcome of the work of purification -
that is, an external Nature distinct from subj ects 0 
(Latour, 1993, p.134). 
In essence, then, the argument fer sustainable 
communicational realities is an argument for the moral use 
cf communication technologies. Al though it sounds . 1 sirnp.l.e, 
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it is not a way of thinking that comes naturally to 
Moderns. According to Borgmann (1992), "most social and 
moral critics do not believe that technology enforces a 
morally charged form of life; they believe moral codes are 
articulated autonomously, exercised t>irough the proper use 
of technology (not necessarily in their design)" (p. 209). 
In the profit-driven societies of Modernity in which we 
live, the utilization of technology has been completely 
disassociated with the exercise of ~orality. :-:oh1ever, 
appropriate interiorizat~ons of technology are not a thing 
of the past, something we nostalgically associate with pre-
Modern societies. They exist today, in the margins of 
society, r.,,•f'_e re ~-1oderr.i t~,.: turns a eye to the 
proliferation of hybrids. i'lucr. work remains to be done in 
terms of rehabilicating that eye. 
It is true that many of the weaknesses we can find in 
humanity precede and transcend Modernity, literacy, or any 
of the other concepts I have critiqued in the course of 
this thesis. The arrogant desire to reach divine heights 
propelled by decontextualized technologies has always 
presented a temptation hard to resist - even when it is at 
t.he cost. of our o',·,':1 destr:Jctio::. As ;"'.1.a;~y of our cultural 
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narratives and myths tell us, salvation cannot be found in 
improperly interiorized technologies: 
The story of the Tower of Babel (whether taken as 
fact, parable, or both) is instructive in every age. 
Once again the mighty hunter Nimrod, the professional 
atheist, beckons the masses to ascend the heights. 
Once again the Tower will topple: not because the 
science is faulty, or the technologies will fail, but 
because the fruits of the material world can neither 
provide nor replace spiritual comfort and attainment. 
(D. Barlas, personal correspondence, 1999) 
Better tools for the ccnceptualization of sustainable 
communicational realities need to be developed, but insofar 
as technologies are mutually determir.ed by societies, we 
are to an extent li:r.ited to the tcols (and societies) that 
,ie now have. This perhaps explains why a lot of effort is 
being employed in trying to reverse the biases of modern 
comrr,unicatio:1 techn.olcgies. Wb.ile scrr:e of these effo:-ts 2.:-e 
partly successful, many are also insufficient because they 
do not begin by questioning the sustainability of the 
technologies in the first place. The result 1s that they 
are likely to return us to the models of determinism that 
we are trying to leave behind. More than the development of 
new technologies or new ways of subverting old 
technologies, we need to design new systems in which our 
mutually-determining relationship with technology can be 
conceptualized into sustainable realities. 
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